Malaspina's interest in the Port Jackson colony was first and foremost strategic. He saw it as a threat to the Spanish possessions in the Pacific (as has been explained elsewhere4). His observations on the Aborigines were incidental to his main purpose of determining the real motives of the British Government in founding the colony and how Spain should react. He felt deeply outraged, as any Spaniard of that era would, at the effrontery of the English in intruding into Spain's mare clausum, the Pacific. Spaniards felt they had been given a divine mission to Christianise the New World and bring its peoples into the comity of civilised nations. Malaspina compared the reasons given by the Government in London for the Botany Bay project with the actual situation existing at Port Jackson. He stated the con clusions of his analysis as follows:
If we are convinced therefore from the preceding reflections that, although the object of the present measures was solely to secure a double victory to the weighty arm of Justice, of a great improvement of those who had offended her, and of a great warning to those who intended to offend her in the future, far from bringing this about, they have rather given new resorts to Injustice, and to oppression; and have opened a field through which in not much time the indivi duals who, whether because of their bad education, or because of deficient State policy, could disturb so much the interior peace of Great Britain, can now with impunity menace with their depredations the entire World, and in particular the peaceful Inhabitant of the Isles of the Pacific. But these are not reflections which could have been hidden from the British Government when, the impossibility of an establishment of this sort on the Coast of Africa having been made public by the reports of an exploratory Frigate, it apparently decided instantly, and without any trial, in favour of New Holland; and they solely appeared negligible because they should produce, as well as the increase already indicated of commerce and of dominion, an active war in the Pacific.
Tranquil Inhabitants of its immense shores . . . how can you imagine at this moment that the present of a few ribbons and Trinkets, the useless gift of a few Domestic animals, and astronomical observations a thousand times repeated, will very soon have brought to you a scene of Blood and Destruction? . . . The small ness of their Islands, the Coral Reefs which surround them, the small utility and scarceness of their Fruits, nothing will suffice to protect them from the vices and greed of the Europeans.5 The accuracy of Malaspina's deduction of the real motives of the British Government in establishing a colony on the east coast of New Holland has been examined elsewhere.6 Essentially he was correct. The British did aim to open up a new continent for European civilisation and the benefit of British commerce, as they had earlier opened up North America, but it was no accident that Phillip's expedition was sent off colony, and naval and military plans drawn up during wars and crises with Spain before and after the colony was established, for a raid across the South Pacific against Chile and Peru, showed how it would be used as a port of shelter and refreshment. The wishes and rights of the miserable New Hollanders were a minor consideration in this scheme of things.
The English colony at Port Jackson had been established for just over five years when the Descubierta and Atrevida dropped anchor in Sydney Cove. The Aborigines of the Port Jackson area, the Eora (or 'Iyora') as they called themselves, had tested and felt the strength of the Bereewalgal -the 'people from afar'. An epidemic of smallpox was estimated to have reduced the Eora population by half to about a thousand individuals. Other diseases brought by the English ships, and depredations by the settlers on their fish and other food resources, had probably also contributed to this decimation. The tribe or clan of thirty to fifty people who had lived on the peninsula (kattai) between Sydney Cove and South Head, the Cadi-gal, had been virtually extinguished by these causes. After an initial period of intense hostility, the Eora had apparently come to terms with the futility of trying to resist the newcomers.
The turning point in English/Eora relations came with the incident on 7 September 1790 when Phillip was speared by Willemering at Kayemai (Manly Cove). Phillip accepted that Willemering had flung his spear in a moment of panic, and forbade any retaliation. Both Bennelong and Colbee had been present at the incident, and on the next occasion when they and their families were in the vicinity of Sydney Cove, they were reassured with a present of thirty or forty large fish.
The confidential visit [said Captain John Hunter] from two men, who appeared to have some influence among their countrymen, soon brought about a more general intercourse, and the next visit from those men brought the same favour from their wives and families, whose example was followed by many others; so that every gentleman's house was now become a resting or sleeping place for some of them every night; whenever they were pressed for hunger, they had immediate recourse to our quarters, where they generally got their bellies filled.7 Hunter added that before he left Port Jackson, in March 1791, the Aborigines had become 'very familiar and intimate with every person in the settlement; many of them now took up their rest every night in some of the gentlemen's houses; their very unprovoked attack on the governor and his party being passed over and almost forgot'.
Writing of April 1792, Collins said: The natives had not lately given us any interruption by acts of hostility. Several of their young people continued to reside among us, and the different houses in the town were frequently visited by their relations. Very little information that could be depended upon respecting their manners and customs was obtained through this intercourse; and it was observed, that they conversed with us in a mutilated and incorrect language formed entirely on our imperfect knowledge and improper application of their words.8 A year later, Malaspina gave a corroborating description of relations between the English and the Aborigines. After describing the basic incompatibility of the two, and the great mortality caused by the smallpox, he felt constrained to admit that the measures taken by the English for the civilisation of the Aborigines had been humane and prudent. The Spanish officers had seen Aboriginal men and women admitted to the houses of the principal indivi duals of the colony, where they had been regaled at table with the other guests. Families of Aborigines had cheerfully greeted the Spaniards in English, and on occasion they had been observed singing and dancing the whole night long around campfires in the main streets of the settlement, without anyone molesting them.
David Collins summed up the situation in September 1796: after many untoward occurrences, and a considerable lapse of time, that friendly intercourse with the natives which had been so earnestly desired was at length established; and having never been materially interrupted, these remote islanders have been shown living in considerable numbers among us without fear or restraint; acquiring our language; readily falling in with our manners and customs; enjoying the comforts of our clothing, and relishing the variety of our food . . . They have been always allowed so far to be their own masters, that we never, or but rarely, interrupted them in any of their designs, judging that by suffering them to live with us as they were accustomed to do before we came among them, we should sooner attain a knowledge of their manners and customs, than by waiting till we had acquired a competent skill in their language to con verse with them . . . By slow degrees we began eventually to be pleased with, and to understand each other. Language, indeed is out of the question; for at the time of writing this, nothing but a barbarous mixture of English with the Port Jackson dialect is spoken by either party; and it must be added, that even in this the natives have the advantage, comprehending, with much greater aptness than we can pretend to, every thing they hear us say.9 The picture given by Collins was corroborated by Louis de Freycinet, a French naval officer who visited Port Jackson for five months in 1802 with the Baudin expedition. Frey cinet edited the official report of the expedition which was written by Francois Peron. Commenting on Peron's division of the colony's society into two classes, the free and the condemned, Freycinet noted:
One could add to this the indigenes; but these latter who are few in number and live with the English on fairly good terms, have not yet been brought to the first beginnings of civilization. The English leave to these savages all liberty to follow their inclinations and habits, and never attempt to enslave them, seldom have they been obliged to safeguard themselves against their blows, even at the original foundation of the colony.10 Writing in 1806 to his successor, William Bligh, Governor King said, concerning the Abo rigines: 'Much has been said about the propriety of their being compelled to work as Slaves, but as I have ever considered them the real Proprietors of the Soil, I have never suffered any restraint whatever on these lines, or suffered any injury to be done to their persons or pro perty'.11 Both King and Collins had held positions of responsibility in the colony from its establish ment in 1788, and their views may be taken as reflecting the official outlook. The record left by Malaspina confirms the picture we have from other sources of well-intentioned but clumsy and even self-defeating efforts by the English settlers to gain the goodwill of the Aborigines while occupying their lands: the Eora powerless to prevent this 'usurpation' of their rights (as Malaspina referred to the process of English colonisation in his report) but unwilling and unable to give up their own way of life and become 'civilised' as the Europeans wished. In the Sydney of the 1790s, English and Eora dwelt side by side, in a kind of uneasy peaceful coexistence. That there was a high degree of social interaction between the two is shown not least by the fact that most of the Aboriginal words which have come into English did so during this period from the language of the Eora. Malaspina's account of the Abo rigine who asked his English friend to make a present of a duck he had bagged to the visiting Spaniard is a nice illustration of the personal friendship which could exist at this period.
Background to the 'Examen' and 'Apuntes' Accounts. Because, after his return to Spain, he fell victim to the intrigues of Godoy, the findings of the expedition, which Malaspina had estimated would have filled seven volumes when published, were placed under a ban and consigned to the archives.
An Malaspina's 'Examen' and the 'Apuntes' have hitherto been neglected by scholars in the Australian-Pacific field, though they were among the documents in Spanish archives relating to Pacific exploration which were located by Celsus Kelly, OFM.22
The sketches and paintings made by Fernando Brambila and Juan Ravenet while the ex pedition was at Sydney were published by Carmen Sotos Serrano in 1982.23
EXTRAC T FROM 'EXAMEN POLITICO DE LAS CO LON I A S INGLESAS EN EL MAR PACIFICO', 1793, MUSEO N AVAL (MADRID) MS 318
The Inhabitants of all these parts are without doubt very small in number, and more inclined to Fishing than the Chase, as being a less painful and less uncertain means of subsistence than that drawn from the latter. The unequivocal proofs of this are, the difficulty encount ered by the new colonists in trapping Kangaroos, and in hunting them, in spite of the ex cellent Dogs with which they pursue them, and the marks in the trunks of the trees, referred to by Sir Joseph Banks, and seen by us almost daily, which show how much cost in time and fatigue it takes at other times to procure for themselves the miserable meat of a single bird, not seldom quicker than the Pursuers themselves, by which they are made mock of. This scarcity of Food should then have influence, and actually does have influence, not only in the small proportions of their bodily structure, and particularly in their inferior size,24 but also in the absolute lack of strength which the English acknowledge after a thousand trials of every kind of Labour including even the softest.
These qualities, united to the total lack of ideas, of activeness, of shelter, of desires, and of Luxury, suffice of themselves to make not reckless the proposition that it would be better for the English to remove them from these parts, than make them useful for future mutual Prosperity; but besides this are added two other circumstances, which do not appear in any way insignificant. The first is their treachery in taking unawares and killing immediately whoever carelessly goes inland without Arms; also from the habit, which we have already referred to, of burning the countryside; a habit which caused equal concern to Captain Cook at the Endeavour River and to the recent arrivals at Sydney Cove: and the second is the great mortality lately caused them by a violent epidemic of smallpox. Wary to avoid the accusation of this being the first fruit of their coming to these distant regions, the English allege in their favour that the epidemic manifested itself at almost the same time as their arrival, stating on the other hand legally that in all of the First Fleet there had not been anyone who had carried it; that they found it distinguished among the Natives with its own name; and that finally either this sickness was known before the coming of the Europeans, or that its introduction must have been brought by the French Ships of the Comte de la Perouse. It would be an idle rashness to wish now to entertain ourselves by exam ining this question: for our purpose it suffices to demonstrate that what will be easier and sooner will be the destruction rather than the civilisation of these unhappy people.
We should not hide, however, the fact that the measures taken by the English for their civilisation have been quite humane and prudent. We have seen gathered and cared for with the greatest kindness, several Boys and Girls. Others, both men and women, although entire ly naked and disgustingly dirty, have been admitted to the same Room where we were eat ing and have been regaled with one or other dainty from the same Table. At times we have heard entire Families salute us with several shouts in English; at times in the principal Streets of the Colony itself they have danced and sung almost the whole night around a campfire, without anyone molesting them. But, whether or not they are able to combine with the sociable Instinct of Man other such strange contradictions, it is certain that, similar to the Hottentots, the young adults at times suddenly quit the house where they are being fed, and the clothing which covers them in order to return to their own to continue their primitive wandering life, divested it would appear of all sociable attraction.
EXTRACT FROM ' APUNTES SOBRE LA COLONIA INGLESA DE PUERTO JACKSON', 1793, MUSEO NAVAL (MADRID), MS 181
The Negritos of New Holland described by Capt. Cook are the most miserable and least advanced nation which exists on earth. We are not able to give an idea of their customs or rites, nor of their state of society, as we would wish: our deficiency in the European Lang uage of the country and the lack of opportunities for informing ourselves constantly hinder ed our investigation; but we will explain simply and with our habitual impartiality whatever occasion has permitted us to observe of them in person at the times when we have had deal ings with them, which did not happen to be frequent. We quite realise that one can conclude nothing from investigations undertaken at haphazard nor without a set plan, but will con fidently attempt to permit to our imagination a freer field than that which our eyes have beheld. The English nation, disposed toward these kinds of observations by inclination and by character, have already advanced in the subject as much as one could desire: we lack that information and only promise to advance some ideas which may serve as a check on the way we look at things, exposed always to the errors of the weakness of our imagination, and of confusing the Indigenous customs with those which have been imperfectly adapted from the Europeans.
This wandering Nation, without agriculture and industry, and without any product which would attest their rationality, frugal by necessity and timid by character, received the first Europeans without surprise albeit with some admiration, but neither the strangeness of colour, nor clothes, nor arms, nor whatever means devised by Capt. Cook to arouse their cupidity, nor the efforts of European Artfulness, excited their imagination or covetousness, and at the end of many days he saw with surprise that they abandoned the same articles which they had been made gift of: doubtful of their rationality and at the same time confus ing them by their shape with the Orangutans of Africa, he redoubled his efforts to gain a meeting, with little result. Having a lively character, a language exceedingly soft, and enough sharpness, they do not make any exertion of their talent and at the same time are the only nation which does not manifest in either of the Sexes seen any Shyness, nor of having acquired viciousness in exchange for their original grace. Completely naked, without a single thread on their Bodies, neither has the continued contact with Europeans succeeded in increasing their dislike as far as horror of this custom. Men, Women, Youths, children, all present themselves in the streets, or by themselves or in groups, in the same fashion in which they were born, and if sometimes they are seen evincing some repugnance to wearing clothes, they nevertheless love clothing when it is cold, but stupidly throw it away or put it aside when it hinders them.
The figure in both sexes is quite refmed: the men are small, of a burnt black colour, the skin roughened by the weather, a little hairy, the Head thickly covered with curly hair, but not lank, beard curly and badly parted, eyes black, round and penetrating, features coarse, nostrils quite wide, the mouth large and thickly whiskered, a weak musculature with little strength, a large belly, thighs and calves short, slender and bowed, the arms and shoulders adorned with seams made in the skin arranged in disorder.
The Women, without a better body than the men, enjoy it would appear a more robust constitution: the faces finer, breasts perfectly formed, almost rounded, elastic and separated, the belly equally rounded, thighs and calves generally more robust and better proportioned than the men's, hips much narrower and regular than those of our European women, their skin in contrast tanned in all parts, and in addition those who have given birth do not remain wrinkled and ravaged like our women; the pubis extremely deep and with a thick growth of hair, and that figure they owe perhaps to a practice, used only by licentiousness among other nations, of leaving to the females the superior position in copulation. From girlhood they cut off one of the little fingers, and their fecundity appears to be much in advance of the other sex. In them one sees how much the beautiful formation of unaided nature exceeds that of art. A well-formed European woman put to examination without any greater adorn ment than the islander would be made to see what disorders a dress laced up viciously from infancy is capable of causing in our scheme of things.
Their rites are composed of various superstitions, upon which we are not informed. It appears that they are allowed only one wife and several concubines, requiring of them respect for the others. Each family, comprising one man, his wives and his children, form a separate tribe. We do not know how far the faculties of the chief extend, nor at what stage of life the sons proceed to form a new family. Jealousy does not appear to be a passion known in these regions: the females prostitute themselves easily (perhaps this is a vice acquired from contact with Europeans). They are allowed to go freely wherever they wish, and they themselves make all the efforts to offer themselves: for my part I have seen them in this case only twice, on both there were no men of their kind there, and the offer of all of them fell always on the youngest; I do not know whether in order to consider advantages in that circumstance, or in order not to allow this liberty to their husbands. But it would re quire a total depravity of sensibilities to suffer the smell, the slovenliness and the roughness of their gross caresses: few women in the universe could present themselves in conditions which would cause an effect so contrary to their desires. However, it happens that such is the desire for novelty and the depravity of tastes in a free country where prostitution is so common, and where nothing is as easy as the means of satisfying every kind of voluptuous passion, that the English lower orders do not disdain them, and each night a large number of them are gathered in the quarters of the troops.
Parental love does not extend its force as far as among other savages: the gifts given to a father for his little sons never reach their destination; and several infants have been seen feeding at the breasts of many mothers. Several pretend that among them they have ideas of revelation, of the flood and of transmigration: what is certain is that they are extraordinarily distressed when they recall to themselves their dead.
In spite of their sobriety they live happily: ordinarily one comes across them dancing. Alike in this to the Guineans, they express the sensuality of their desires in their songs and attitudes. The vibration of their knees, the vigorous rubbing of the most sensitive parts, and the other movements of each sex, with the ardour which may be observed in their features, are other such unequivocal signs of what they express. Their abode is on the beaches and in the Woods: the thick trunk of a tree, or the crevice in a cliff, lodge each family, who with stand the storms and cold without any other aid to oppose them than their skins. Their foods are roots and fish, and so they live as well in the Woods as by the sea, but even in these practices their industry is sensible of its own small vigor. Two or three yards of the bark of a tree scarcely an inch thick, folded at the ends to make a concave figure, is a Boat sufficient for three women, one of whom occupies herself with bailing out the water which enters continually, while the others row with small paddles, with shells or merely with their hands. A fire which is placed on sand moves to and fro among the women, and their skins which are proof against the elements are also incombustible. Hooks formed from the lip of a seashell, and gaffs made solely of wood are their gear for getting fish, which they devour scarcely warmed on the embers, as if they are always hungry, and put in their insatiable bellies what ever they come across -Bread, a Cob of Maize, and even a tallow candle are delicious foods, but nothing equals a Biscuit dipped in salty water, which is the most agreeable to them: they know it by the name 'Berriguef, not being able to pronounce its English name.
They keep generally good harmony with the Europeans: punishment has made them cautious in this regard; there are very few tribes which do not maintain a strict subordination to the English, and the inequality in arms has extinguished or removed the discontented. The mere sight of a musket, the appearance of the uniform of a soldier, would scatter an army of natives, who with signs of peace and submission take pains to capture their goodwill -in contrast to their behaviour towards the unarmed citizen travelling by himself, several of whom have been the victims of their lack of precaution. It is not our intention to dwell upon the origin of this dread, or to be either the critic or the apologist for the humanity of the Euro peans in the Southern Wales: this has been argued about with enough injustice in the case of America. Happily, the enlightenment and the reflections of Europe will protect them against excessive criticisms; and also several accounts which we received in the country have given sufficient room to justify us; we are far from proceeding to lightly adopt hostile views, and we scorn whatever has not been compared.
Their arms are composed of an ill-formed machete and a lance of wood hardened by fire or tipped with flint, at any rate a weak help, and infinitely less valuable than ours. The stupidity of the natives is such that they are unable to draw any profit for themselves, con tact with the Europeans having merely contributed to increasing their needs without thereby stimulating them to supply the means of satisfying them : they take and ask for what one would give them without any labour; at the most some serve as domestics but without any ability, and work less than it takes to keep them clothed. When we arrived they could not understand that we spoke another Language than English, and the most they could compre hend was that we did not understand how to speak. However, they were treated with open ness and thanks to several gifts we merited equal affection with the English. They are appre ciative enough to those who treat them well, and one of their greatest courtesies is that of exchanging names and they keep them until they are supplied with a new change. They are exceedingly lively, and in their actions and movements use a thousand stratagems when they wish to be given something, and imitate Monkeys in their gracefulness. When one of our officers was presented by an Englishman to an Indian Friend of his, he was most friendly toward him, and not having anything to present as gift to him he asked the Englishman for a Duck which he had caught to present to our comrade, saying that it was necessary to give something to the visitor.
Their Language is exceedingly soft, each word consists of many Vowels, they pronounce it with incredible volubility, and in an agreeable tone, which seems more like well-composed music. They speak the English Language but in an imperfect way, softening the Gutterals, and they never pronounce any word strongly.
